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ABSTRACT 

The relationships among mass media r. interpersonal 
communicationr and voting behavior were explored in a two-stage panel 
study of 141 respondents during a 1974 Illinois congressional 
election. Analyses of perceived exposures to mass media and to 
interpersonal communication were interpreted as supporting Rogers and 
Shoemakers' (1971) innovation -decision-making model as a structure 
for studying electoral behavior and political communication, (AA) 



* Documents acquired by ERIC include many informal unpublished * 

* materials not available from other sources. ERIC makes every effort * 

* to obtain the best copy available. Neve rthelessr items 'of marginal * 

* reproducibility are often encountered and this affects the quality * 

* of the microfiche and hardcopy reproductions ERIC makes available * 

* via the ERIC Document Reproduction Service (EDRS) . EDRS is not * 

* responsible for the quality of the original document. Reproductions * 

* supplied by EDRS are the best that can be made from the original, * 



EKLC 



eOUCAUONlWeUPARE 
NATIONAL INSTITUTE OF 
EDUCATION 

THIS OOCUMENT HAS BEEN REPBO. 

I?.lr °'' ORGANIZATION ORlGfN- 

STA^pn 0^°""^^ ^'^^ 0« OPINIONS 
DO NOT NECESSARILY REPRE- 
Inn!.?"'^"''- NATIONAL INSTITUTE OF 
EDUCATION POSITION OR POLICY 



MEDIA EXPOSURE, INTERPERSONAL COMMUNICATION 
AND THE ELECTORAL DECISION PROCESS 



Will lam D. KImsey 
Alan Hantz 



( -PERMISSION TO REPflODUCE THIS COPY- 
RIGHTED MATERIAL HAS BEEN GRANTED BY 

' Wil liam D. Kimsey 
,^,:tr- Alan Hantz 

) TO ERIC AND ORGANIZATIONS OPERATING 

I UNDER AGREEMENTS WITH THE NATIONAL IN- 
STITUTE OP EDUCATION. Fl.rtTHER REPRO- 
DUCTION OUTSIDE THE ERIC S'STEM RE- 

I QUIRES PERMISSION OF THE COPYRIGHT 

1' OWNER." 

\ 



William D. KImsey and Alan Hantz are Doctoral Candidates In 
the Speech Department at Southern Illinois University^ 
Carbondale^ Illinois. The authors acknowledge vvlth 
appreciation the assistance of L. Erwin Atwood^ Ed McGlone 
and Keith R. Sanders of Southern Illinois University. This 
manuscript was prepared usln^? the SCRIPT fac 1 1 t tv deyel oped 
at the University of Waterloo. The typist was a Computer 
Terminal from the IBM Co rpt)rat I on . 

A paper presented to the Mass Communication Pivlslon of the 
Speech Communication Association/ San Francisco^ California 
December^ 1976. ' 



MEDIA EXPOSURE, INTERPERSONAL COMMUNICATION 
AND THE ELECTORAL DECISION PROCESS 

Introduction 

In attempting to explain the relationships between 
communication and vot Ing behavior, several scholars have 
suggested that the electoral decision process might be 
viewed as a form of I nnovat I on -dec Is Ion making. Generally, 
Innovation-decision studies concern themselves with how the 
Individual goes about deciding whether or not to make use of 
a new object, such as hybrid seed corn or the birth control 
pill. However, the basic model may be applicable to other 
decisional environments. 

The decision to vote for a political candidate Is 
perhaps analogous to the decision to adopt an Innovation. 
Rogers and Shoemaker (1971) Indicated that their imodel Is 
applicable to the electoral process. Sanders and Kraus 
(1973) suggested that such an application would be a 
valuable contribution to the understanding of the political 
communication process. 

Rogers and Shoemaker (197^) provide a structure. In the 
form of sets of empirically derived propositions, for the 
analysis of communication variables In decisional contexts. 
This paper applies two of these propositions to electoral 
decision making. Rogers and Shoemaker reported a 



PAGE 2 

substantial number of studies which conclude that 

Individuals who adopt an Innovation early In the persuasive 

campaign associated with the object of Innovation tend to be 

different from Individuals who adopt the Innovation later In 

several specific ways particularly more media exposure. 

This isaper posits that earlier adopters of Innovations are 

very much like Individuals who decide for whom they will 

vote early In the campaign, and that late adopters of 

Innovations tend to be like Individuals who decide for whom 

to vote late In the campaign. 

These relationships were tested by comparing the 

perceived exposure to communication media and Interpersonal 

contacts of decided versus undecided voters at two points In 

time, one month before the election and one v/eek before the 

election. The hypotheses for this study are derived 

substantially from the generalizations reported by Rogers 

and Shoemaker (1971). The hypotheses for this study were: 

HYPOTHESIS 1. The amount of perceived 
exposure to mass media for early deciders 
will be significantly greater than the 
amount of perceived exposure for late 
dec Iders. - 

HYPOTHESIS 2. The amount of perceived 
exposure to Interpersonal communication 
channels for early deciders will be 
significantly greater than the amount of 
perceived exposure for late deciders. 

Methodol oev 

The data used in this study were gathered in a study of 
the 197IJ Election In the Illinois 2kth Congressional 
Congressional District. The sample consisted of 5nn 
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subjects selected at random from the telephone director lei 
of the five counties comprising over sixty per cent of the 
population of the district. The sample was stratified 
proportionally by county. The respondents were Interviewed 
by t.elephone at two points In time. Only Individuals who 
reported that they were registered voters and who Indicated 
that they Intended to vote were Interviewed. Time one 
occurred during the first week of October^ 197if and time two 
occurred during the week preceding the election on November 
5. Of the original sample drawn^ Ikl subjects provided 
complete data on both waves. The telephone Interviews 
averaged 12 minutes In length. 

For this analysis^ only the questions regarding 
perceived exposure to communication media and Interpersonal 
communication were analyzed. Those questions required the 
Individual to estimate the number of times he or she could 
recall seeing or hearing something In the newspaper, on 
television, on the radio or In a conversation about Paul 
Simon (the Democratic candidate) or his campaign. The 
format of the questions was: "How many times have you seen 
something about Paul Simon or his campaign on television?" 
This was also asked for newspapers, radio and conversations. 

The hypotheses were tested' In the following manner: 
(a) a series of t-tests were used to compare the mean number 
of perceived exposures to media for decided voters at time 
one to undecided voters at time one; decided voters at time 
two to undecided voters at time two; decided voters at time 
one to decided voters at time two and undecided voters 
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at time one to undecided voters at t?me two. (b) a series 
of t-tests were used to compare the mean number of perceived 
Interpersonal communication encounters for the four pairs of 
groups 1 tsted above. 

.» , 

Resul ts 

Early campa Ign; Early versus late deciders . Using 
t-test It was found that the number of perceived exposures 
to communication media for ..decided voters during the week 
one month prior to the election Is significantly greater 
than the number of perceived exposures to communication 
media for undecided voters at that time (see Table 1). 

TABLE 1 

Communication Exposure For 
Decided and Undecided Voters 
Early In the Campaign 



std. 

decided undecided error df t-value 

3.67 1.77 1.08 139 1.76 

(n=89) (n=52) (N=1U1) (p<.05) 



These results support the findings, of Rogers and Shoemaker 
(1971)^ and place those findings In a political context. 
That Is^ early adopters of Innovations tend to expose 
themselves to communication media significantly more than 



PARE 5 

late adopters. In the I nnovat I on -dec I si on con text these 
results Indicated that the Individual has reached the 
••decisional stage" of the process. That Is, the decided 
voters early In the campaign have already been exposed to 
the .Innovation (knowledge stage), which In this context Is 
the candidate, and the Individual has formed attitudes about 
the candidate (persuasion stage). This analysis suggests 
that one month before the election undecided voters are 
either In the knowledge or persuasion stage. 

Xalfi campflli^nT , XaiOy versn«i JLate ri^rtH.c.rc usIng 
t-tests It was found that the number of perceived exposures 
to communication media for decided voters during the week of 
the election Is not s I gn t f IcaA tl y different from the 
perceived exposures to communication media for undecided 
voters at that time (see Table 2). 



TABLE 2 

Communication Exposure For 
Decided and Undecided Voters 
Late In the Campaign 



. , std. 

desl^ undecided error df t-va]ut> 

^2-2 ll.Oif 3.72 139 1.16 

(n=35) (n=106) (N=lia) (p>.05) 



These results suggest that the undaclded voter one week 

• 7 
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before the election Is not exposed to more communication 
than the decided voter . at that time. In terms of 
Information flow from the candidates and the media. It Is 
quite clear that there Is more of an opportunity for 
exposure to political communication at this point In time 
than at earlier points In the campaign. With the campaign 
Intensifying as It draws to a close, the Individual who has 
decided to vote but does not yet know for whom. Is just 
entering the decisional stage. The decided voter, on the 
other hand. Is In the conf I rmat lonal stage of the decisional 
process, and thus tends to seek Information only In a 
reinforcement mode. 

Examining the comparisons made early In the campaign In 
light of the findings of the comparison late In the 
campaign. It appears that the difference between decided and 
undecided voters tends to become smaller as the point of 
decision (election day) draws nearer. In order to examine 
this phenomenon more closely, two additional analyses were 
conducted. 

It Is apparent that the political communication 
environment of the Individual one month before the election 
Is different from that during the week of the election. 
Differences In political Information flow across the.e time 
periods were observed by Hantz and Klmsey (1976) a<rr? Sanders 
and At wood (197.5.). 

lajll^ deciders fivfix JL^ A significant difference was 

observed between decided voters one month before the 

election and decided voters during the week before the 

8 
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election (see Table 3). 



TABLE 3 

CommunFcatlon Exposure For 
Decided Voters Early 
And Late In the Campaign 



std. 

laJLe early error ^ t-value 

11. 01^ 3.67 1.7 193 £^.23 

(n=106) (n=S9) (N=195) (p<.05) 



These results suggest that those Individuals who have 
decided early In the campaign continue to expose themselves 
to political communication after making the decision. This 
behavior Is consistent with that posited by the 
conflrmatlonal stage of the Rogers and Shoemaker model 
(1971). 

late deciders , ovgr ^ime^ A s Ign t f t cant difference was 
found for undecided voters early In the campaign and 
undecided voters late In the campaign (see Table if). 



9 



PAGE 8 



TABLE If 

Commun Icat Jon Exposure For 
Undecided Voters Early 
And Late In the Campaign 



std. 

ISlS. early error df t-valu ^ 

12.2 1.77 3.8 85 2.72 

(n=52) (n=35) (N=87) (p<.05) 



These results mdlcate that the undecided voter (the late 
adopter) reacts to the Information In the environment such 
that as election day draws nearer, and more Information Is 
Placed In the environment by the media and the candidates 
the late adopter pays more attention to those stimuli. 

Early campaign ; Eaj^x vexsu^ X?t^ In testing 

the second hypothesis, the same sets of tests were applied 
to early and late adopters at the two points In time, and 
similar results were obtained. It was found that the 
perceived exposure to Interpersonal communication channels 
for decided voters one month before the election Is 
significantly greater than the amount of perceived exposure 
for undecided voters at that time (see Table 5). 
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TABLE 5 

Interpersonal Communication Exposure 
For Decided and Undtclded Voters 
Early In the Campaign 



s'^ d 

.dacldfii undficfdft^ e?ror d£ t-va1u^ 
.096 ,kz 1 

(n=89). (n=52) (n=,ui) 



These results are consistent with those reported by Rogers 
and Shoemaker (^971). The decided voter, because he has 
taken a position one month prior to election day Is probably 
called upon to defend that early decision by his family, 
friends and co-workers. The undecided voter; however. Is 
probably not yet concerned enough about the election to 
Initiate a significant amount of Interpersonal Interaction, 
and unlike the decided voter, he has no set position that 
can be challenged In every day conversation. 

Late campaign; EarU versus late deciders . No support 
was found that perceived exposure to Interpersonal 
con..,unlcatlon channels for decided voters Is significantly 
different from that of undecided voters during the week 
before the election (see Table 6). 
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TABLE 6 



Interpersonal Communication Exposure For 
Decided and Undecided Voters 
Late In the Campaign 



^ ,^ . std. 

■ ^^^iqQ^ "ndecMgtj ajx-m df t-vaiu^ 

2-2 .91*3 .92 133 1.36 

(n=106) (n=35) (N=1W) (p>.05) 



These results are similar to those, found In the earlier 
analysis of mass media exposure. Just as mass media 
Information In the environment Is greater as the election 
draws nearer. It would seem that the Interpersonal 
communication Increases also, and that even the Individual 
who Is as yet undecided Is effected. by this Increase. It is 
Interesting to note that some Individuals are using 
Information to confirm a decision already made, while others 
are using Information from the same environment as the 
actual basis of their decision. This suggests that the 
Increase In political communication output In both mass and 
Interpersonal channels may serve to "homogenize" the 
environment In which decisions are being made. That Is, 
while the amount of Information tends to expand over time, 
the content, of that Information tends to contract. Some 
support for thfs notion was observed by Hantz and KImsey 
(1976). Their study examined the content of the agenda for 
decided and undecided voters over time. 

12 
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^^J±L Sls£lde£s o^isjL nsss^ A significant difference was 
found between decided voters one month before the election 
and decided voters during the week of the election (see 
Table 7).., 



TABLE 7 

Interpersonal Communication Exposure For 
Decided Voters Early And 
Late In the Campaign 



std. 

earlij. .Qrror df t-valua 
2.2 .854 .38 193 3.62 

(n=105) (n-89) (N-195) (p<.05) 



These results are similar to the findings for mass media 
exposure. In the Innovation-decision context this analysis 
suggests that the decided voter continues to seek 
reinforcement and confirmation of his decision In his 
conversations with other people. 

deciders ovextjj]^ difference was. 

found between undecided voters one month before the election 
and undecided voters during the week of the election (see 
Table 8). 
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TABLE 8 



Interpersonal Communication Exposure 
For Undecided Voters Early And 
Late In the Campaign 



. std. 

ISiS. eajibi error df t-value 

.9h .095 .k 85 2.11 

(n=35) (n=52) (n=87) (p<.05) 



These results provide further support for the explanation 
posited with regard to the mass media and late deciders. As 
election day draws nearer, and the amount of Information In 
the environment Is Increasing, the voters In the decisional 
stage tend to communicate more frequently with others about 
the election. 

Summary and Concl uslnng 

This study was an attempt to shed light on the 
relationship between the voter and the Information 
environment In which his decisions are made. It was found 
that decided voters one month before the election had been 
exposed to more Information than had undecided voters In 
both mass media and Interpersonal channels. However, one 
week before the election no difference was found between 
decided and undecided voters In terms of exposure to mass 
media and Interpersonal Information. 
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It Is Interesting to note that a, significant Increase 
In perceived exposure to both mass media and Interpersonal 
Information was found for both groups over time. This 
suggests that as the amount of Information In the 
environment Increases, so does the amount of Information to 
which voters expose themselves, regardless of whether they 
have made up their minds. However, between the decided and 
undecided groups there Is a significant difference early In 
the campaign but no difference late In the campaign. This 
suggests that the Increase over time In communication 
exposure for undecided voters Is much more dramatic. The 
decided voter Is probably engaged In conf I rmat lonal 
Information seeking while the undecided voter, having become 
Interested In the election later In the campaign. Is still 
In the earlier stages of the decisional process and must 
catch up so that a decision can be rnade by or on election 
day. 

It Is here that a major difference Is found between the 
electoral decision process and the usual Innovation-decision 
process. The Individual must decide whether or not; to adopt 
the Innovation In the context of a fixed point of decision, 
that Is election day. Once the ballot has been cast, the 
Individual must accept his decision until the next election. 
This fact provides a decision pressure not found In most 
other decisional environments. This study has nevertheless 
provided some evidence to support the propositions of the 
Innovation-decision model as a structure for studying 
electoral behavior and political communication. 
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